Online Orphan: The Insite Pioneer Project by Tannock, Anne
 1
Online Orphan: The Insite Pioneer Project 
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Abstract 
This paper details the development of a dedicated online publication, Insite, its teaching 
advantages and disadvantages and student reaction to the project. Despite some initial 
student resistance, the post-production survey revealed unanimous support for continuing 
Insite as a teaching tool. The project is seen as the first step towards operating a centralised 
newsroom for multiple media products.  
 
Introduction 
The new online publication Insite was born at the University of Queensland’s journalism 
department in August 2000. It was a relatively painless birth thanks to technical support 
officer Steve Rogers. 
 
Conception took place during design of a postgraduate unit in advanced journalistic skills. 
The aim was to give the students greater exposure to editorial decision-making tasks 
including story allocation and selection, exploration of multiple angles, multiple journalism, 
subbing, headline writing and layout and design decisions as well as provide opportunities 
for experimentation with writing styles and news story presentation. 
The development of the students’ skills was the main aim of the project. The creation of an 
integrated, multi-media publication was incidental. 
 
Online was selected as the teaching medium because of the low cost and its ability to 
accommodate a diversity of journalistic forms. The necessary software was either free or 
relatively inexpensive. The real server upgrade and software cost about $200. 
 
Background 
Insite has two online siblings. They are Australia’s first online newspaper, The Queensland 
Independent, online for six years and the radio program, NewsWatch, online since March 2000. 
Unlike these two publications Insite was an orphan.  
It had no “older” media parent – no print papa nor broadcast mama. It was alone to find its 
way in the world. This allowed the development of a news style largely free from 
“shovelware”.  Insite  producers had the freedom to develop a distinctive style without being 
tied to either the print or broadcast tradition. 
The majority of the 32 text stories, 19 audio stories and 27 images, published in the three 
editions, were produced exclusively for online. When a story had been produced for another 
medium it was repackaged to meet online needs.  
Multiple journalism was encouraged with the same story presented in several forms. Multi-
dimensional stories were encouraged with the journalism students covering various angles of 
the one issue. 
 
The Process 
The 10 postgraduate students and the 23 radio journalism students were informed at the start 
of semester of their involvement in the project. 
There was some resistance from a small number of postgraduate students who were not 
convinced that online journalism was more than a passing fad. Therefore preparation for the 
project included an additional first step. 
 
Process steps 
A) Validation involved the presentation of research supporting online as a credible 
journalistic form.  This included data showing that Australians are increasingly going 
online for news and that a worldwide audience of one billion is predicted by 2010  
      (Kirkpatrick 1998; Connolly 1998; Callaghan 1999).  
Students were also presented with information on the latest trends in the US and UK 
where in 1999, the two largest selling newspapers in the world, the British Sun and the 
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Mirror went online (Herbert 1999:1).  Students were presented with the findings of Nua 
Internet Surveys (2000) showing that, after five years, half of the online newspaper 
websites in the US and Canada were profitable or breaking even. Writings on the latest 
developments in online news were presented to the students (Outing 2000). As 
additional motivation students were provided with the latest results of the Annual 
Surveys of Journalism and Mass Communication Graduates conducted by the University 
of Georgia that the highest paid graduates employed in journalism were those working 
online (Becker and Lowrey 2000). 
 
B) Exploration involved a student-driven investigation into more than 30 online news sites.  
Students were provided with a list of suggested sites and were asked to report on at least 
two. 
 
C) Instruction in webpage composition and capturing audio and video was necessary. 
Students were introduced to the digital editing system Newsboss, Netscape Composer 
and Real producer. Each student had access to more than 14 hours of technical 
instruction. This included six hours of tutorial time. A step-by-step guide on “How to 
create a Real Audio/Video file and creating links” was produced. 
 
D) Determining the specifications or characteristics of the news site involved an 
investigation into  “what does and doesn’t work online”. Students were presented with 
reports on the Stanford/Poynter Eyetrack research showing users were attracted by text. 
ABC Radio Australia’s website creator and Pacific journalist Kevin McQuillan met with 
the students provided web writing tips from his analysis of news site effectiveness.  
This tips included findings that 79 per cent of users scan the screen, reading computer 
screens is 25 per cent slower than the paper form, word count should be 50 percent less 
than the paper form, move detailed information to secondary pages, present information 
in linked “chunks”, limit scrolling and use simple sentence construction. 
  
E) Student discussions and decisions centred on 1) target audience 2) format and content 
style 3) features (wish list) and 4) naming the new issue. 
 
The students selected online news features from a range of publications. However the major 
role models were abc online, the guardian online and the student online newspaper Kansan 
produced by University of Kansas journalism students from the William Allen White School 
of Journalism and Mass Communications. 
 
The target audience was determined as both local and international students considering the 
potential global reach of the site. The monthly publication would consist of themed pages 
with a layered multi-angled presentation of stories. Hard news would be a priority.  Content 
would be 50 per cent less than in print and the writing style would represent a convergence 
of print and broadcast. (A style guide was produced progressively) Presentation would avoid 
horizontal scrolling and vertical scrolling would be kept to a minimum by use of links. 
 
Students produced a “wish list” in the attempt to make the site as “sticky” as possible. 
 
 Students wanted their news site to have: 
Interactivity  
a) the ability to email news stories to a friend 
b) provide language translations for the international students and non-domestic users 
c) accessibility to the vision-impaired 
d) publication of emails and responses 
e) interactive news quiz – to attract journalism students who had to pass regular current 
affairs tests 
Multi-media and multiple journalism 
f) photo gallery  
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g) cartoons 
h) audio and video packages  
i) summary intros on the main page 
j) multi-dimensional stories  
k) links to related background material such as media releases and journalists’ notes.  
 
 Students wished to present users with a high level of choice when navigating through the 
site, which would be text dominated.  
The features highlighted in bold were achieved. Time and/or technological restraints 
prevented implementation of the other “wish list” features. 
 
Tasks for the journalist-editor-producers 
Each edition the postgraduate news editors, journalist-editor-producers or “jeders”, (Tickle & 
Keshvani 2000) would determine their individual page themes and story ideas about three 
weeks prior to publication and encourage input from class members. 
 
At least two weeks prior to production the student editors would attend a pre-planned news 
conference with eight or nine radio journalism students and assign stories. Students would 
exchange contact details and a follow-up meeting would be held three to four days prior to 
the story deadline. The radio journalism students were compelled to produce the audio 
stories.  Co-ordination between lecturers prior to the commencement of semester had 
resulted in the inclusion of an online audio package as an assessment item in two broadcast 
units. 
 
With the co-operation of lecturers the student news editors also requested contributions from 
photojournalism students who supplied digital photos to complement each edition’s themes.  
 
The student news editors jointly determined the news story placement, page and menu 
order, current affairs quiz questions and about us sections. Individually students designed 
their page layout and wrote news stories, main page summaries, headlines, captions and the 
themed page introductions to the text, images and audio, they had selected. They subbed 
submitted copy and digitally edited the audio. 
In a report of participation students were required to assess the experience. 
An anonymous student survey was conducted at the end of semester. 
 
Student survey results 
Students unanimously supported the continuation of Insite. 
Answers to why InSite should continue included: Cheap; no restriction on space; encourages 
team work and hands-on multi-media application; gives a good appreciation of the process 
involved in online publishing; presents work to a broader audience; interesting all-round 
practice in production from story allocation to layout. 
 
Students rated the learning exercise as “average” to “very good”. 
The majority, 40 per cent, gave the project a “good “ rating, 30 per cent “very good” and 30 
per cent “average”. 
 
The responses to a question about which journalistic skills were improved ranged from 
students indicating only three skills were upgraded to 11 of the 12 possible skill areas.  The 
highest percentage of 25 per cent of students indicated the Insite project had improved 11 
skills and another 25 per cent stated seven areas had been improved.  
 
Subbing of text, writing captions and story introductions and web page/link construction 
skills scored the top number of responses of seven each. 
Improvement of current affairs knowledge attracted only one response. All other areas 
scored at least four responses. Five students said their editorial direction skills had been 
improved and five said layout and page decision skills were upgraded. Six responses were 
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recorded for editing audio, headline writing, editorial decision-making and online 
writing/presentation style. 
 
Comments about the most beneficial aspect included: 
Learning how to use Netscape composer; assigning radio students and selecting stories; 
subbing and headline writing; learning how to write a story for the web. 
 
The least beneficial aspect comments included: 
No chance to improve your skills as you don’t have a second chance to practice your new 
skills again; writing all the copy defeated the editing role; didn’t aid my story 
development; the stress factor – not knowing how to build a website – longer time should 
be spent on teaching how to build a website. 
 
Content 
The three editions presented 32 text stories, mainly on secondary pages. The editions also 
included 19 audio stories, two video stories, 27 images, 33 story and page summaries with 
links and 20 headline links (microcontent). The text stories ranged in length from three to 25 
paragraphs, with the average length of 11 paragraphs. Summaries were mainly two to three 
paragraphs in length and contained or introduced the hypertext link to the text story, audio, 
video, image or themed page. 
Headline links did not include an introduction and linked to the story or image simply 
through the headline or “go to story” tag. The 19 audio files included two “talent grabs” and  
17 self-contained current affairs reports. Audio durations ranged from 41 seconds to 3 
minutes 9 seconds. The average duration was 2 minutes and 3 seconds. The two videos were 
2 minutes 47 seconds and 3 minutes 38 seconds in duration. They were edited versions of 
mini-documentaries produced for assessment by the television journalism students. Of the 27 
images the majority, 23, were photographs.  The other images were three cartoons and one 
captured video image. 
The first and third editions each contained four main news pages. The second edition 
contained six main news pages. Each edition included an interactive news quiz of 10 current 
affairs questions, a cartoon, an about us section and sections inviting emails and letters. 
 
Outcomes 
Insite can be viewed as a success on the grounds that it achieved its aim of introducing 
students to a range of journalistic skills. However it needs modification to ensure it meets the 
needs of the majority of students and provides them with an experience that will improve 
their journalistic skills and their job opportunities. 
 
Pitfalls 
While Insite developed its own style from a combination of broadcast and print its text was 
dominated by print writing style. The journalist-editor-producers used print terminology and 
referred to themselves as editors rather than producers. Not surprisingly the students with a 
purely print journalism background maintained an affinity with newspaper style and wrote 
longer introduction summaries and used traditional print writing style throughout. Students 
who had broadcast or multi-media experience adopted broadcast writing style in some text 
stories and most introductory summaries and presented stories as a series of linked inverted 
pyramids rather than one larger inverted pyramid. 
 
Insite did not take advantage of one of the strengths of online news – that of immediacy. 
Students approached the publication from the print perspective that once the publication was 
“put to bed” it was complete.  
 Insite’s use of interactivity was low. Use of hypertext links to other news sources was 
restricted to the department’s other news publications, NewsWatch and The Queensland 
Independent.   
Attempts to allow readers to select their own path through a story and to move away from 
the single inverted pyramid structure worked on a limited level.  
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The links were built from associated ideas within a story in the final editions. In the first 
edition the links were from headlines on the main news pages. 
 
Acquiring the technical skills to produce an online publication was time-consuming. 
Some students felt the time devoted to learning these skills could have been used to improve 
news writing basics.  
 
Positives  
a) Most students worked well in a team situation under the pressure of an imposed 
deadline. 
b) External students became very involved in the process providing copy for each edition. 
The external and internal students had simultaneous access to the final publication.  
c) The experience reinforced the importance of the old-fashioned skills in producing 
newsworthy well-written content.  
d) Students gained some exposure to multi-media skills and the different ways to present 
news online. 
e) Insite satisfied the aim of providing students with greater decision-making tasks, from 
determining the type of publication to writing headlines. 
f) Many students displayed flair and imagination in crafting multi-media presentations. 
 
Recommendations 
 
a) Continue the Insite project as an original content, integrated multi-media publication 
involving a student-run centralised newsroom and several of the department’s practical 
journalism units. Multi-media students could be given the responsibility for webpage 
construction. 
 
b) Allow students the flexibility to reinvent the publication. 
      The early investigation and decision-making stage should be repeated each semester   
      to allow for the evolution of the publication. This process also gives the students a   
     sense of “ownership” of the news site. Audience research needs to be included in the        
      process. 
 
c) The online publication should be operated as a 24 hour news site. Production could be on 
a short-term basis to give students the experience of the online deadline pressure. Insite 
could be operated for a month during the semester rather than being produced as three 
separate monthly publications. This may also give students greater opportunity to hone 
their new skills.  
 
Conclusion 
Students wishing to maximise their employment opportunities can not ignore online. 
Journalism educators can not ignore online.  Online is an excellent teaching medium giving 
journalists the chance to bring together the “best of print and broadcast” to mould into the 
new. Content is still king online and the online format reinforces the need for good 
journalism. 
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